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PREFACE

This report examines the Muslim dimension of the ongoing ethno-
national ferment affecting the Soviet armed forces. In particular, it
analyzes the impact of the rapidly increasing Muslim cohort on the
cohesion of the Soviet military by focusing on factors affecting the
ability and reliability of Muslim servicemen today. Problems such as
language deficiencies, trainability, and socialization are discussed in
detail, as are efforts by the military leadership to ameliorate them.
The report also critiques some earlier Western methodologies dealing
with the subject and addresses the likely implications of the ethnic fer-
ment for armed forces reform. The report is based on information
available as of May 1990.

The report is part of the project "The Ethnic Factor in the Soviet
Armed Forces," in the Policy and Strategy Program of RAND's Arroyo
Center. It should be of interest to military officials and analysts
tasked with assessing the cohesion, reliability, and potential vulnerabil-
ities of the Soviet armed forces.

THE ARROYO CENTER

The Arroyo Center is the U.S. Army's federally funded research and
development center for studies and analysis operated by The RAND
Corporation. The Arroyo Center provides the Army with objective,
independent analytic research on major policy and management con-
cerns, emphasizing mid- to long-term problems. Its research is carried
out in five programs: Policy and Strategy; Force Development and
Employment; Readiness and Sustainability; Manpower, Training, and
Performance; and Applied Technology.

Army Regulation 5-21 contains basic policy for the conduct of the
Arroyo Center. The Army provides continuing guidance and oversight
through the Arroyo Center Policy Committee, which is co-chaired by
the Vice Chief of Staff and by the Assistant Secretary for Research,
Development, and Acquisition. Arroyo Center work is performed under
contract MDA903-86-C-0059.

The Arroyo Center is housed in RAND's Army Research Division.
The RAND Corporation is a private, nonprofit institution that con-
ducts analytic research on a wide range of public policy matters affect-
ing the nation's security and welfare.
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SUMMARY

Open ethnic conflict has swept the entire Soviet Union during the
last few years. Because of their numbers and their distinctness, the
Soviet Muslims present the most serious potential threat to the cohe-
sion of the Soviet state. The Muslims already have had a powerful
negative impact on the efficiency of the Soviet military. The problems
associated with the Muslims in the Soviet armed forces can be nar-
rowed to two categories: ability and reliability.

ETHNICITY AND DEMOGRAPHICS

The major Soviet Muslim ethnic groups are creations of the Soviet
regime, dating back to the early Soviet period, when the Soviets
attempted to change the Soviet Muslims' loyalties by destroying the
Islamic religious infrastructure and by creating new allegiances based
on artificially created ethnic distinctions. The Soviet Muslims' attach-
ments to the new ethnic distinctions have become real but the Islamic,
Turkic, and regional loyalties were subsumed into the Muslims' con-
cepts of their own ethnic groups. These supra-ethnic identities have
reemerged openly during the last few years.

Among the Soviet Muslims, the Central Asians are most numerous
and the most unassimilated. They are followed by the Caucasian
Muslims. The Volga Muslims are quite different and are the most
assimilated of the Muslims. The high fertility rates of the Central
Asian and Caucasian Muslims have changed the ethnic makeup of
Soviet society. The changing demographic situation is especially
noticeable in the younger age cohorts and the ethnic composition of
the conscript pool has become the primary problem for the Soviet mili-
tary.

ETHNIC CONFLICT IN THE USSR

The Soviet Muslim case fits many of the established patterns of eth-
nic conflict that other multi-ethnic states have experienced. Soviet
Central Asia is a developing region where the more extensive ascriptive
views of ethnicity-a cause of special intensity of ethnic conflict-are
prevalent. The USSR always has been dominated by the Russians;
although a whole gamut of Soviet policies has been aimed at assimilat-
ing the non-Russian ethnic groups, Soviet policies in fact denigrate the
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Muslims and affirm status distinctions based on ethnicity. An ethnic
mobilization of Muslims took place in Central Asia in the seventies
against the status distinctions, and Gorbachev's liberalization allowed
the ethnic conflict to become overt.

Given the general intractability of ethnic strife, Soviet ethnic prob-
lems will not go away and are likely to become much worse. There is a
serious potential for massive violence, especially in Central Asia.
Because of the advanced stage of ethnic conflict in the USSR, a new
union treaty will not eliminate the problem. A Soviet Muslim con-
script during the 1990s-coming from an ethnically tense environment
and being ethnically mobilized-presents far-reaching problems for the
Soviet military.

THE PROBLEM OF ABILITY

Technological changes have accentuated the need for technically
capable soldiers. Although Muslim recruits are among the least techni-
cally skilled of the Soviet draftees because of educational and linguistic
shortcomings, because of demographic pressures the old custom of
relegating the Muslims to noncombat support tasks has changed drasti-
cally and Muslims now constitute an ever-increasing proportion of
combat troops. A Muslim youth usually receives a quality of education
inferior to that of a Russian, mainly for reasons of inefficient infra-
structure (poor schools, lack of teachers, and the like).

The Muslims' educational deficiencies are a cause of deteriorating
Soviet military quality; the language problem is even more serious and,
although it is already acute, it is bound to become worse for at least
five reasons. First, in an ethnic conflict, language assumes a central
significance and its status and extent of use can cause specific con-
flicts. Second, Soviet language policy has left such a bitter legacy that
a backlash has sprung up against the learning of Russian. Third, gen-
eral problems of education in the Muslim areas are exacerbated for
Russian language instruction. Fourth, the native languages of the
Soviet Muslims are very different from Russian and extensive, high-
quality instruction is needed to have any effect. Fifth, migration pat-
terns portend a lesser Slavic presence in Muslim regions, which will
further reduce the use of Russian.

Throughout the seventies, the Soviets tried to improve the
knowledge of Russian among the Muslims; they have, however, failed
miserably, and an ever-growing percentage of Muslim draftees, some
three-quarters by most accounts, cannot communicate in Russian. The
crash course in Russian in the military does not begin to address the
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problem. Recent measures, such as student draft deferment, have
made a bad situation worse and the problem has spread to previously
largely Russian services, such as the Air Forces and the Strategic
Rocket Forces. There are serious problems of pure ability with Muslim
recruits; their educational and linguistic shortcomings threaten the effec-
tiveness of the Soviet military by introducing insurmountable problems to
forming efficient and cohesive units.

THE PRGBLEM OF RELIABILITY

The Soviet military historically has distrusted the Muslims. Central
Asia and the Caucasus were the most difficult areas of the czarist
empire for the Bolsheviks to reconquer and the Muslims' performance
in the Soviet military during World War II and in Afghanistan was sub
par.

The background of the Soviet Muslims and their experience in the
Soviet military fits the profile of an alienated soldier. The principal
source of alienation is external to the military and the majority of
Muslim soldiers bring their feelings of alienation from the Soviet state
and its institutions with them into the military; this is a consequence
of the ethnic conflict and the Muslims' ethnic mobilization. The for-
mation of national cliques within Soviet military units, the enormous
scale of brutal hazing practices-often ethnically based-in the Soviet
military, and a very real prejudice on the part of many officers toward
Muslims reinforce the alienation experienced by Muslim soldiers.

The military cannot effectively utilize alienated soldiers, and units
with a substantial proportion of alienated soldiers become inefficient-
losing morale, proficiency, and discipline. In ethnically mixed Soviet
units, a whole range of variables that together amount to group cohesion
seems to have broken down. Such units are unreliable and prone to
disintegration in times of stress.

CRITIQUE OF PREVIOUS WESTERN ANALYSES

Previous studies that focused on the lack of cohesion in the Soviet
military underestimated the ethnic problem and unnecessarily
emphasized the role of ideological indoctrination as a factor enhancing
cohesion. Criticisms of the importance of group cohesion in the Soviet
military miss the point for they do not examine adequately the Soviet
military organizational structure. The last few years have shown the
magnitude of error of some Western analysts regarding the ethnicity
effect on the Soviet armed forces. A comparative approach, based on
reliable data, would avoid such embarrassments in the future.
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SOVIET MILITARY REFORM

The predominantly coercive type of compliance previously used by
the Soviet military is no longer suitable, either on the grounds of
congruence with societal patterns or based on the requirements of con-
temporary battlefield conditions. Reform of the Soviet military, such
as a shift to a professional force, should be seen in this context. A pro-
fessional force would solve the problem of alienated and inefficient sol-
diers and would be in step with the changes taking place in the politi-
cal environment in the USSR.

CONCLUSIONS

Ethnic conflict in the USSR will not go away and, as long as con-
scription lasts in the USSR, the Soviet military will continue to have
debilitating problems stemming from ethnic conflict. The fact that a
significant segment of the Soviet military has been rendered inefficient
due to ethnic problems has made the Soviet military inward-looking
and externally risk averse. Serious civil-military relations problems
will result if the Soviet military's prestige continues to sink.
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I. INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND

Ethnic tension is a USSR-wide phenomenon. Glasnost has brought
countless reports of ethnic conflict that extends from the Chukchi
autonomous okrug and the Yakut Autonomous Republic to Georgia and
the Ukraine. Serious ethnic conflict existed prior to Gorbachev's
accession to the post of First Secretary of the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union (CPSU) in 1985. However, the liberalization imple-
mented under Gorbachev has emboldened ethnic nationalists and led to
openly secessionist movements in several regions of the USSR.

By lar the single most serious potential threat to the Soviet state is
the loose grouping of Soviet Muslims. The Soviet Muslims' under-
standing of ethnicity is more akin to that in the developing countries
rather than that in Western Europe, making an especially intractable
and pervasive type of ethnic conflict.

The major Muslim ethnic groups have extremely h.gh fertility rates
and the proportion of Muslims as a whole in the USSR relative to Rus-
sians and East Slavs has grown quickly during the past three decades.
Combined with little or no population growth among the Slavs, the
demographics of Soviet society have changed greatly in just two gen-
erations. Nowhere is the new demographic proportion more visible
than in the younger age cnhorts. The Soviet military, which is a mass,
conscript force, has been adversely affected by the changing demo-
graphic situation in the USSR, as it must train an ever-growing
number of Muslim conscripts into effective soldiers. The types of
problems that a Muslim conscript presents for the Soviet military can
be narrowed to two categories: ability and reliability. The ethnic prob-
lem threatens the effectiveness of the Soviet military in execution of
internal and external tasks and there are no easy solutions to it.

OBJECTIVE

This study addresses the implications of the presence of Muslim sol-
diers in the Soviet military in conditions of increased ethnic tensions.
The fundamental question of this study is: What are the specific prob-
lems associated with an increased Muslim presence in the Soviet armed
forces? A derivative question is: What are .he Soviets doing about the
problem, and what are their chances of success?

I
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APPROACH AND SCOPE

The changes under Gorbachev have humbled many Western
analysts of Soviet affairs, for no one really expected events to unfold as
they have. This points to a deeper methodological problem. Conse-
quently, this study takes a specific comparative approach and it con-
tains a brief critique of previous approaches in the concluding section.
Rather than basing conclusions on Soviet data, Soviet sources have
been applied in a lesser role, to confirm or to question some hypotheses
based on theories of ethnicity and military sociology extended to the
Soviet case. Many of the primary sources used in this study have been
gathered independently of Soviet controls or biases.

This study is limited to an analysis of the ethnic situation in the
USSR as it pertains to the Muslims. Two caveats are in order. First,
many of the characteristics of ethnic conflict relevant to the Muslims
are directly applicable to other, non-Muslim, Soviet ethnic groups.
The differences may be sharpest and the conflict most acute regarding
the Muslims, but the situation is not unique. Thus, many of the con-
clusions in this study about the Muslims are also true for non-Muslim
groups. Second, the largest subgroup within the Muslim grouping is
that of the Central Asians and this study concentrates on them for
that reason. Most, but not all of the observations concerning the Cen-
tral Asians are true for the Soviet Muslims of the Caucasus, and to a
lesser degree, the Volga Muslims. The differences among the Soviet
Muslims are examined in Sec. II of this study.

This study was completed in May 1990 and it is based on sources
available at that time. The fast pace of events in the USSR can easily
make obsolete a study dealing with Soviet ethnic affairs. For that rea-
son, this study aims to understand basic forces acting in favor of
change in the USSR by putting the problem in conceptual terms rather
than simply describing present trends. It is hoped that such an
approach will make this study relevant even five years from now.



II. SOVIET DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS

THE SOVIET MUSLIMS AND ETHNICITY

Islam is both a faith and a socio-cultural system. The dichotomy
between religion and temporal affairs that has evolved over the centu-
ries in Western Christian thought has not yet developed to a compara-
ble extent in Islam. The interconnectedness, and indeed the insepara-
bility, of political, social, and cultural identities in Islamic thought
underpins the belief that Islam transcends ethnic lines and that it
refers to a particular cultural orientation and a set of values that is
shared by diverse peoples who comprise a supra-state Islamic commu-
nity of believers. Mosque attendance and regular prayers are a mea-
sure of devoutness to the faith, but they do not determine whether an
individual considers himself a Muslim, since an institutional infrastruc-
ture is not required for a Muslim believer to fulfill the obligations
prescribed by the faith. The Muslims' socio-cultural distinctness from
non-Muslim ethnic groups is substantial enough that in some multi-
ethnic states, such as Yugoslavia, Slavs of Muslim background have
been classified as a separate ethnic group; although officially the
Soviets do not refer to Muslims in this way, in practice the distinction
between the Muslims and the non-Muslim peoples of the USSR is just
as clear, and often substantially more so.

Prior to the Russian conquest, religion was not a distinguishing
feature to the Muslims who inhabited lands now part of the USSR.
Loyalties were primarily local and distinctions were based on towns or
villages of origin, tribe, occupation, or Sufi membership.' The Russian
seizure of the Muslim lands transformed Islam into a major aspect of
identity because it became a central cause of the large socio-cultural
chasm between the Russians and the Muslims. 2

The Soviet regime attempted to alter the Muslims' loyalties by
destroying the institutional infrastructure of Islam and by creating new

'Chantal Lemercier-Quelquejay, "From Tribe to Umma," Central Asian Survey, Vol.
3, No. 3, 1985, pp. 15-26.

2Guy Imart, "The Islamic Impact on Traditional Kirghiz Ethnicity," Nationalities
Papers, Vol. 14, No. 1-2, Spring-Fall 1986, pp. 65-88; Audrey L. Altstadt, "Azerbaijaini
Turks' Response to Russian Conquest," Studies in Comparative Communism, Vol. 19, No.
3/4, Autumn/Winter 1986, pp. 267-286; Alexandre A. Bennigsen and Chantal
Lemercier-Quelquejay, Islam in the Soviet Union, Pall Mall Press, London, 1967.

3
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allegiances.3 The former goal was carried out by closing mosques and
by eliminating or co-opting the clergy. The latter goal was carried out
through the policy of enlarging the Muslims' polities by severalfold.
from a clan-based orientation to identification in terms of newly
created ethnic groups. For example, in Central Asia in 1924, as part of
the Soviet policy to bring the region under full central control, the sin-
gle administrative entity of Turkestan was rather arbitrarily divided
into four Soviet republics that bore no similarity to the historical
administrative units of Turkestan (Kokand, Bukhara, and Khiva).
The Soviet creation of Central Asian "nationalities"4 began a process
of development of ethnic feelings associated with the present ethnic
groups.

Ethnic attachments to the "nationalities" created by the Soviets
have become real over the course of several generations. The organiza-
tion of the USSR along ethno-linguistic and ethno-territorial lines pro-
vided an administrative structure that stimulated ethnic development
along prescribed lines. At the regional level, through purposeful
language planning and curbs on movement, the Soviet regime
encouraged the growth of inter-Turkic differences. At the individual
level, the Soviet system of officially identifying each Soviet citizen by
ethnicity (based on parents' ethnicity, and unalterable) and classifying
him according to it on all official documents throughout the
individual's life reinforced self-identification along the officially recog-
nized ethnic lines.5 At the same time, Islamic identity was subsumed
into the newly emerged ethnic groups. The Soviets succeeded in reduc-
ing the outward manifestations of devoutness among the Soviet
Muslims, driving Islamic religiosity underground6 and increasing secu-
larization; however, in its specific socio-cultural form, Islam quickly
came to underpin the various Soviet Muslim ethnic attachments.
Analogous processes to the subsuming of Islamic identity took place in
respect to other, supra-ethnic identities. Indeed, Soviet Muslims have
a whole range of overlapping identities, for besides an Islamic identity
they all share, the main Muslim ethnic groups also share a Turkic
identity (except Tajiks) and some of them share a Turkestani identity.

3S. Enders Wimbush, "The Politics of Identity Change in Soviet Central Asia," Cen-
tral Asian Survey, Vol. 3, No. 3, 1985, pp. 69-78.

'The term "nationality" is inaccurate for it signified the existence and a real aware-
ness of a "nation," whereas no such awareness existed. The term ethnic group is more
accurate and neutral in connotation.

5This was confirmed in surveys of ex-Soviet residents. See, for example, Rasma
Karklins, "Determinants of Ethnic Identification in the USSR: the Soviet Jewish Case."
Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol. 10, No. 1, January 1987, pp. 27-47.

6Alexandre Bennigsen and S. Enders Wimbush, Mystics and Commissars: Sufism in
the Soviet Union, University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1985.
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The specific ethnic group allegiances of the Central Asian Muslims are
probably not as strong as those of some European Soviet ethnic groups,
such as the Lithuanians, because the allegiances are recent, rather
artificial, and still diluted by other, higher (supra-ethnic) and lower
(tribal) loyalties, but in terms of feelings of distinctness and estrange-
ment, all of the multi-dimensional identities of the Muslims make
them a largely alien group within the Soviet polity.

The continued vitality of the major underlying identities (Islamic,
Turkic, and Turkestani) has been evident during the ethnic unrest of
the past few years. In a multitude of symbolic gestures and practical
measures, the independent organizations formed in Muslim regions
(including the Volga Muslim region) since Gorbachev's coming to
power stress their Muslim roots; they show a distinct, favorable, out-
ward orientation toward other Muslims, 7 with the strongest links
between the Turkic and Turkestani Muslim ethnic groups in a seeming
affirmation of pan-Turkic8 and Central Asian regional tendencies.9
Common cultural roots and shared social, economic, and political prob-
lems are not the only reasons for the similar ethnic manifestations;
there is a clear recognition of pan-Islamic and pan-Turkic feelings.
The continuing recognition of commonality, with its centripetal impli-
cations that transcend ethnic divisions (and in the face of over six
decades of Soviet anti-Islamic and anti-pan-Turkic measures), is signif-
icant in itself.

CLASSIFICATION OF THE SOVIET MUSLIMS

Because of the underlying shared perceptions of commonality and
because of the politically motivated and ethnologically questionable
Soviet classification of the Muslims into many "nationalities," the frag-
mented presentation of the Muslims as divided into dozens of ethnic
groups gives a skewed picture of the Muslim strength in the USSR.

7For example, the independent organization "Birlik" in Azerbaijan openly recruited
other Caucasian Muslims (not necessarily Turkic). See "Impressions of Azerbaijan,"
Soviet Nationality Survey, Vol. 6, No. 9, September 1989, pp. 1-4.

8For example, the leader of Azerbaijan's Popular Front, in an interview with a Turk-
ish journalist, said: "We are Turks of Azerbaijan and you are Turks of Anatolia. We
always believed that the Turks of Anatolia ... were right and we loved them in our
hearts." Interview with Ebulfezl Aliyev, Tercuman, November 23, 1989, translated in
Foreign Broadcast Information Service, Daily Report, West Europe, No. 237, December 12,
1989, pp. 27-28.

9For example, a leader of the Uzbeki Popular Front "Birlik" described Uzbeks,
Kazakhs, and Kirghiz as culturally the same people, divided artificially by the Soviet
regime. Interview with Muhammad Solih, Soviet Nationality Survey, Vol. 6, No. 9, Sep-
tember 1989, pp. 4-7.
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For example, about one hundred Islamic ethnic groups in the Soviet
Union have been identified, with the distinctions often based on minor
differences between dialects.10 Such a detailed picture is useful for a
good grasp of the ethnological Soviet population diversity, but it is
misleading in comparing the Muslims to the less ethnologically diversi-
fied "Europeans" (a product of centuries of assimilatory tendencies).

The distinctness of most of the Muslims as a group from the "Euro-
peans" is evident in their different socio-economic levels, which, in
turn, indicates a good deal about functional socio-cultural assimilation
of the Muslims in the USSR. Some idea of socio-economic levels can
be gauged in general terms by looking at rates of fertility and mobil-
ity," with low rates of fertility and high rates of mobility (relative to
other ethnic groups in the USSR) signifying the influence of
modernization-in the form of industrialization and urbanization-and
the probable move away from a rural-based, family-oriented life condu-
cive to the perpetuation of traditional Muslim outlooks and attach-
ments. That measure, in conjunction with geographical distinctions,
presents a more accurate picture of the Soviet Muslims-their diversity
as well as their strength (see Table 1).

Soviet Muslims are by no means a homogeneous grouping. On a
scale of socio-economic levels and assumed degrees of assimilation, the
Volga Muslims occupy one side and the Central Asian Muslims occupy
the other end of the scale, with the Caucasian Muslims in between the
center and the Central Asians.

The Central Asian Muslims are the most numerous and the most
unassimilated of all the Soviet Muslims. As a general rule, they
exhibit extremely high rates of natural increase and very low rates of
mobility. Their fertility rates equal or exceed the rates found in the
developing countries, and in this regard, Soviet Central Asia can be
more aptly compared to Pakistan and Iran rather than to the European
USSR. Despite attractive enticements offered by the Soviet regime in
an attempt to motivate the Central Asians to move to other regions of
the USSR that were short of labor and to relieve the demographic
pressures on an already stretched economy in Central Asia, the migra-
tion of Central Asian Muslims outside of their region has been remark-
ably small during the past two decades. Such behavior goes against all
established world patterns of migration and it probably reflects cultural
impediments, such as the fact that most Muslims grow up in a largely

10Shirin Akiner, Islamic Peoples of the Soviet Union, Kegan Paul International, Lon-
don and Boston, 1983.

"1 Ronald Wixman; "Ethno-Linguistic Data in Soviet Censuses: Some Problems and
Methodologies," Canadian-American Slavic Studies, Vol. 17, No. 4, Winter 1983,
pp. 545-558.
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Table 1

THE SOVIET MUSLIMS

Population in Percent of
Ethnic Group Language Group 1989 Total USSR

Uzbeks Turkic 16,686,240 5.84
Kazakhs Turkic 8,137,878 2.85
Tajiks Iranian 4,216,693 1.48
Turkmen Turkic 2,718,297 .95
Kirghiz Turkic 2,530,998 .89
Karakalpaks Turkic 423,436 .15
Uigurs Turkic 262,199 .09
Dungans Sino-Tibetan 69,686 .02

Total Central Asian Muslims: 35,045,427 12.27

Azeris Turkic 6,791,106 2.38
Peoples of Dagestan Caucasic 2,072,071 .73

Avars Caucasic (604,202) (.21)
LezginA Caucasic (466,833) (.16)
Dargins Caucasic (365,797) (.13)
Kumyks Turkic (282,178) (.10)
Laks Caucasic (118,386) (.04)
Tabasarans Caucasic (98,448) (.03)
Nogays Turkic (75,564) (.03)
Rutuls Caucasic (20,672) (.01)
Tsakhurs Caucasic (20,055) (.01)
Aguls Caucasic (19,936) (.01)

Chechens Caucasic 958,309 .34
Kabardians Caucasic 394,651 .14
Ingush Caucasic 237,577 .08
Karachays Turkic 156,140 .05
Adygys Caucasic 124,941 .04
Balkars Turkic 88,771 .03
Circassians Caucasic 52,356 .02
Abazins Caucasic 33,801 .01

Total Caucasian Muslims: 10,909,723 3.82

(Volga) Tatars Turkic 6,645,588 2.33
Bashkirs Turkic 1,449,462 .51

Total Volga Muslims: 8,095,050 2.83

Crimean Tatars Turkic 268,739 .09
Meskhetian Turks Turkic 207,369 .07
Kurds Iranian 152,952 .05
Persians Iranian 40,510 .01
Baluchis Iranian 29,091 .01

Total "Other" Muslims: 698,661 .24

Total Soviet Muslims in 1989: 54,748,861 19.16
Total Russians in 1989: 145,071,550 50.78
Total Eastern Slavs in 1989: 199,237,980 69.74
Total Population of USSR in 1989: 285,688,965

SOURCE: Natsionalnyi Sostav Naseleniya, Chast II,
Informatsionno-izdatelsky Tsentr, Moscow, 1989, pp. 3-5, as given
in Ann Sheehy, "Ethnic Muslims Account for Half of Soviet Popula-
tion Increases," Report on the USSR, Vol. 2, No. 3, January 19, 1990,
pp. 15-18.
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insular environment, where strong attachments to the family and
cultural-religious pressures act against movement out of their culturally
homogeneous area. Migration trends are slowly changing and fertility
rates declined between 1976-1986 (before slowly climbing again), but
the changes are yet to be felt to any substantial extent and their
impact will not be major until after the year 2000.

All of the large Central Asian ethnic groups are Turkic, with the
exception of Tajiks, whose language is Iranian but who in all other
respects are much like the other Central Asian ethnic groups. For
administrative reasons-based on economic regions of the USSR-the
Soviets refer to Kazakhstan as separate from Central Asia. The dis-
tinction has some merit to it on historical grounds (due to patterns of
Russian expansionism), and the Kazakhs are, in a sense, a transitional
group between the Muslims of Turkestan and those of the middle
Volga. However, in the past few decades, the Kazakhs' socio-economic
indicators have been similar to those of the Turkestani Muslims.

Caucasian Muslims include ethnic groups of Turkic and Caucasic
linguistic stock. Although significant socio-cultural differences exist
among the Muslim ethnic groups of the Caucasus, the main patterns of
the Caucasian Muslims include moderate to high rates of natural
increase and very low to low levels of mobility. The Azeris and the
eastern North Caucasians seem less functionally assimilated than the
western North Caucasians. The Azeris have close ethnic kinsmen in
Turkey and northern Iran, and, in terms of Soviet ethnic groups, they
are quite close to the Turkic Central Asians. Azeris have Shiite roots,
in contrast to the Sunni background of most of the other Soviet
Muslims; however, the Sunni/Shiite divisions ceased to be of major
importance when the Muslims were confronted with non-Muslim Rus-
sians.

The Muslims of the middle Volga consist of two Turkic ethnic
groups: Tatars and Bashkirs. They are characterized by low to
moderate rates of natural increase and moderate to high rates of mobil-
ity. The Tatars are fairly well assimilated economically in the USSR;
in fact, only a minority of Tatars live within the bounds of Tatar
ASSR. The Volga Muslims' socio-cultural and economic indicators
differ radically from those of Central Asians.

A few other, minor Muslim ethnic groups do not fit easily into the
general geographic-ethnic milieus. Some, like the Crimean Tatars and
the Meskhetian Turks, were forcefully resettled and scattered during
Stalin's rule. Many of the small, scattered groups have origins in
neighboring Middle Eastern countries: Kurds, Persians, Baluchis, and
Meskhetian Turks. Even smaller groups of Muslims constitute minori-
ties within ethnic groups associated with other religious-cultural
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backgrounds: Adzhars (Muslim Georgians), Ossetians, Tats, Abkhazis,
and Udis.

THE RENEWED ROLE OF RELIGION

The increase in open demonstrations of adherence to Islam in the
USSR was noticeable in the early eighties,12 and subsequently it has
been confirmed by Soviet sociological surveys published in the Gor-
bachev wave of liberalization. Religious feelings are widespread in
rural and urban areas and interest in religion is spreading, especially
among the youth.13

Rather than a religious revival, the renewed open role of religion is
an indication of the latter's survival and persistence. As the strong
central controls over the Muslim areas weakened in the seventies, the
institutions previously driven underground began to reemerge into the
open, and the liberalization under Gorbachev opened the floodgates.

The strong link between religion and ethnicity was probably respon-
sible for the increased Islamic and ethnic awareness in the seventies
and eighties. Since an Uzbek cannot consider himself an Uzbek
without observing certain Muslim rituals, the lesser secularization in
Islam than in Christianity gives the Soviet Muslims' cultural practices
greater religious flavor. Even in the seventies, the adherence to main
Muslim rites had been nearly universal in Central Asia and substantial
in other Soviet Muslim areas.14 Despite official ridiculing of such cus-
toms, and in face of stiff penalties, observance of these practices was
widespread even among communist party members.' 5  Since popular
demonstrations removed the regime-serving chief mufti of the Central

12Alexandre Bennigpen, "Islam in Retrospect," Central Asian Survey, Vol. 8, No. 1,
1989, pp. 89-109.

13Slovo Lektora, January 1989; Nauka i Religiya, No. 1, 1990; Paul Goble, "Soviet
Myths About Religion Crumble," Report on the USSR, Vol. 2, No. 10, March 9, 1990,
pp. 8-9.

"14Ewa Chylinski, "Supranational and Subnational Rituals and Symbols in Soviet Cen-
tral Asia," Nordic Journal of Soviet and East European Studies, Vol. 3, No. 2, 1986.
pp. 21-35.

15For the past two decades, until the relaxation of anti-Islamic policies in 1988-1989,
the Soviet press in Central Asia carried numerous reports of party members expelled for
religious practices. In 1988, oblast party leaders in Kirghizia were said to be participating
in religious rites [Sovettik Kyrgyzstan, June 23, 1988, translated in Joint Publications
Research Service, Soviet Union, Political Affairs (JPRS-UPA from hereon), No. 38, Sep-
tember 8, 1988, p. 121. The growing strength of Islam in Central Asia in the seventies
was also corroborated through surveys of ex-residents [Rasma Karklins, "Islam: How
Strong Is It in the Soviet Union? Inquiry Based on Oral Interviews with Soviet Ger-
mans Repatriated from Central Asia in 1979," Cahiers du Monde Russe et Sovietique.
Vol. 21, No. 1, January-March 1980, pp. 65-811.
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Asian Muslims in February 1989, there has been a pronounced turn
toward freedom of worship in Muslim regions. Until that time, reli-
gious liberalization under Gorbachev was largely limited to Soviet terri-
tories with a Christian heritage. The greater tolerance of Islam, prom-
ised in the second half of 1989,16 has been realized. An official Islam
role in Soviet Muslim areas has reemerged, with mosques reopening,
Koran excerpts printed in local media, pilgrimages facilitated to Mecca,
and so forth. The practical effect of Islam's open role will be to accen-
tuate the already deep divisions between Muslims and non-Muslims in
the USSR and to further strengthen pan-Islamic bonds. The open
interest in religion also has had specific consequences for the military.
In 1987-1988, there were increasing numbers of young Muslims refus-
ing to serve in the military for strictly religious reasons;17 their
numbers are likely to grow.

DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS AND THE SOVIET MILITARY

The high fertility rates among the Soviet Muslims, and especially
the Central Asians, have profound consequences for the ethnic makeup
of the Soviet society. The racial and ethnic changes should not be
exaggerated, for demographic shifts are slow and gradual. If the USSR
survives as a single state, current projections show that Russians will
remain by far the largest Soviet ethnic group for the foreseeable time
to come, probably constituting over 35 percent of the Soviet population
in the year 2050.

Nevertheless, a disproportionate share of the Soviet population
growth will come from the Muslims. Results of the 1989 census show
that Muslims were responsible for virtually half of the Soviet popula-
tion increase between 1979-1989. Even given expected declines in fer-
tility based on patterns common to developing countries, by 2010 about
half of Soviet population growth will be due to the Central Asians
alone. By 2050, this ratio will climb to two thirds.1 8  While the

1 6 lnterview with Mufti Mukhammad-Sadyk Mukhammad-Yusof, Literaturnaya
Gazeta, September 13, 1989, translated in JPRS-UPA, No. 60, November 15, 1989,
pp. 85-88.

17Comments by First Party Secretary of Tajikistan, Moscow Domestic Service in Rus-
sian, February 6, 1988, translated in Foreign Broadcast Information Service, Daily Report,
Soviet Union (FBIS-SOV from hereon), No. 28, February 11, 1988, p. 76; "Central Asian
Draftees St.mulate Inter-ethnic Army Policy," Soviet Muslims Brief, Vol. 4, No. 3, 1988,
pp. 5-6.

18W. Ward Kingkade, USSR: Estimates and Projections of the Population, by Major
Nationality, 1979 to 2050, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Center for International Research,
Staff Paper No. 41, May 1988; W. Ward Kingkade, "Recent and Prospective Population
Growth in the U.S.S.R.: 1979-2025," Soviet Geography, Vol. 29, No. 4, April 1988,
pp. 394-412.


